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Contributing and Inhibiting Factors of Cultural Adjustment: 
 The Case of East Asian Students Adapting to the Rural U.S. 
By HOMMADOVA ANNA ATAYEVNA  
Abstract 
This dissertation explores the process of cultural adjustment by looking at the case of East 
Asian students from highly populated areas of East Asia moving to an American rural area, most 
commonly described by participants as “nothingness.” The three research questions guiding the 
study are: 1) How do students go through the process of adaptation, and if integration is possible 
for them? 2) How does their cultural background, being from Japan, Korea or China, affect the 
adjustment process? and 3) What helps and prevents the students from adapting to the host 
environment? This study implements a qualitative research design. Data was gathered in a rural 
mid-western American university from May 2nd, 2015 to May 12th, 2016. An online survey was 
conducted from June 2016 to August 2016. Data was collected through participatory observations, 
in-depth interviews, surveys, and other artifacts such as school reports, diaries, and home return 
reports. 
Chapter one provides an overview of the dissertation and definition of key terms. The 
research questions are explained in the context of the problem statement, followed by the 
significance of this study. Chapter two outlined the conceptualization of the phases according to 
previous studies, and a thorough literature review was done on the factors affecting the adaptation 
of Asian students to the U.S. Chapter three reviews theories and models associated with foreigners 
adjusting to new environment identifying cultural differences and communication with local 
populace as one of the key factors to integration. Interpersonal Adaptation Theory was identified 
to be most relevant to explore the interaction of East Asian in the host environment. Chapter four 
describes the methodology used and focuses on the recruitment and demographics of participants, 
validity and reliability, as well as the role of the researcher. 
Chapter five is the first chapter describing the results, focusing on answering the first 
research question. The phases of adjustment were identified as: pre-arrival stage, exposure stage, 
culture shock, adjustment and reverse-culture shock. Pre-arrival stage, when formation of 
expectations occurs, is accompanied by worries, excitement and preparations such as taking the 
TOEFL exam. Majority of the students had unrealistic expectations of the U.S. The experiences in 
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rural versus urban areas is also included in this chapter. The main problems were students did not 
anticipate lack of activities, attractions and transportation associated with living in the rural area. 
Furthermore the area was very isolated, and the nearest metropolitan city was more than 300 
kilometers away. Their experiences are displayed in Figure One. 
Figure 1: Curve Model for East Asians Adaptation to the Rural U.S. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 Majority of East Asian students only studies English and did not know how to prepare for 
their study abroad. The expectations they had of America affected their honeymoon period in a 
negative way. Majority of the East Asian students were not able to form deep meaningful 
relationships with local students. The results suggest that the expectations of both East Asian and 
American students, as well as their desires and needs in interacting with each other, were 
considerably different. This puts a large strain on intercultural interactions and hinders the process 
of adjustment for East Asian students. Many students reported Americans avoided interaction with 
Asian students because of their stereotypical expectation that Asian students are not able to speak 
English. Conversely, Asian students had pre-conceived notions of all Americans being fun loving, 
friendly, outgoing, and open-minded. After East Asian students arrived to the U.S. Americans were 
more commonly described as "fake nice," "polite but cold," and "not easy to get close to." Although 
many students were able to adjust to their new lives in the U.S., only a few students moved in the 
direction of integration. A majority of East Asian students mingled with co-ethnic or other 
international students. 
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 The sixth chapter is on the cultural differences. Japanese, Chinese and Korean students 
dissimilarities in adaptation are explored in three themes that emerged: physical, academic, and 
social adjustment. Physical adjustment represents the change in the physical environment, such as 
food, region, living conditions in the dorm, and so forth. Academic adjustment is explored from 
the perspective of the students and how they describe the differences between studying in Korea, 
Japan, or China, and the U.S. The third type of adjustment is the longest-term type and relates to 
social integration into the new environment. The results are analyzed in the context of differences 
in the ideologies of Japan, China, and Korea. The majority of students from all three countries 
reported disappointment in their interactions and relationship formation with local populations. 
Korean students had limited access to their ethnic food. In academic areas, some Korean exchange 
students were not motivated to study because their home university did not accept American grades, 
only pass or fail evaluations of the classes taken abroad. Chinese students had little trouble with 
the American directness of communication, compared to Japanese students. Intergroup 
relationships in the Korean group were highly dependent on seniority. Furthermore, Japanese 
students struggled with group work and critiquing. As explained in the differences in ideologies, 
home country values strongly affect the behavior of students in their host environment. Other 
differences in romantic relationships, inter-group dynamics and communication effectiveness were 
found. Comparing the results to the Hofstede 6-D Model demonstrated that not all dimensions 
coincided with the observations and results of this study. This suggests that more studies are 
needed in order to measure cultural differences among Asian students on university campuses. 
 The seventh chapter explores the contributing and prohibiting factors of cultural adjustment. 
Results suggest preparing prior to arrival and setting clear goals can strongly contribute to 
academic adjustment of students. Formation of relationships is one of the major factors for social 
adjustment. According to the data, the factors that improved the chances of forming relationships 
with American students involved living on campus, joining campus events, participating in school 
organizations, maintaining a positive attitude, and having a sense of humor. Furthermore as 
suggested by multicultural personality theory, cultural empathy and social initiative can help 
students better adjust to a new environment. Japanese students often did not initiate contact, and 
were observed passively waiting for American students to invite them to join an activity. It is 
strongly advised for future students to show initiative and be empathetic of local Americans, 
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especially in rural areas. One of the counterproductive strategies to adjustment was complaining 
and avoiding contact with Americans. 
 Another prohibiting factors of adjustment was discrimination and harassment. The role of 
the institution becomes particularly important in this case. Institutions provide inadequate support 
for East Asian students, due to the student services are more oriented for American students. 
Forming relationships with American students that have an interest in the native country of the 
participants who have similar interests and hobbies was observed to be effective in becoming 
closer and more intimate.   
 Chapter eight is the conclusion chapter and where the overall the findings are summarized. 
In the discussion section the model of adjustment and a model explaining the interactions between 
local population and Asian students. The findings supported the IAT theory; however, 
discrepancies surfaced between the results of this study and the 6-D Model. One of the very 
important discoveries was that East Asian students who become alienated, often blame this on the 
local Americans and rural area. Instead of changing the pre-arrival disposition of how Americans 
should be, the students instead rationalize that this small town in an abnormality and if they were 
in Los Angeles things would be different. Overall, it became clear that East Asian students initially 
were eager to interact with local students, but the perceived cold attitude of Americans influenced 
the East Asian students to reflect back the same attitude they received. The critical and 
sociocultural approach suggested that the process of adjustment can be positively affected by 
changes in the behavior and attitude of not only the East Asian students and local American 
students, but also through changing the role of the institution to help prevent student alienation 
and to encourage integration. 
 The results of this study revealed many more questions that need to be answered. The 
Japanese students upon arrival to the U.S. started to question the validity of the kohai sempai 
relationship, while the Korean students continued to strictly abide by it. It would be very benefitial 
for future studies to explore what cultural values are most susseptable to change during the process 
of adaptation among the Chinese, Japanese and Korean students. Further research is needed on the 
way institutions can help Asian students adjust to the U.S. Most importantly it is imperative for 
future researchers to not treat Japanese, Chinese and Korean students as a homogeneour group, 
and at the same time East Asian students must understand that America is vastly diverse, and there 
is a large difference between rural and urban areas. 
